7 va¥ 
mn ¥ 


DUGUBOWMEL 


A huge thank you to all contributors; 
artists and writers, who put so much 
time and effort into creating this zine. 


As well as our dear readers for buying 
and taking an interest in this project. 
Live, Laugh and Enjoy! 


XOXO 
Oldbags 


This is a fan-made publication with no affiliations 
with Ace Attorney or Capcom. 


VIRAL 


MPUTTU 


BY SRI 


Wendy Oldbag is, as the youths say, today years old when she 
learns about TikTok. 


She learned that expression only a few weeks ago from her grand- 
daughter, Bree, but she’s taken quite a liking to the phrase. It’s es- 
pecially useful since she doesn’t remember how old she is. 


Wendy has found that getting Bree’s attention works best when 
she pays attention to her granddaughter’s interests. Bree doesn’t 
get that same pinched, annoyed look in her eyes when Wendy 
talks the way Jordan does, but Wendy doesn’t want to risk it. So 
she tries her best to just be present. 


“So,” Wendy says, forcing cheer into her voice. “Tell me again 
what this is?” 


“This is TikTok, Grandma,” Bree says patiently. 


“TikTok? Like a clock? Why on God’s green earth would you need 
an app on your phone for a clock? Why, back in my day—” 


Bree cuts her off with a frown far too sharp for a twelve year-old, 
and Wendy shuts up. She shifts closer to Wendy and angles her 
phone. Wendy squints at it. “Look, it’s an app where people post 
short videos talking about their lives, or playing music, or review- 
ing books and stuff. This one is about a woman taking her puppy 
to Starbucks.” Bree presses play. 


Wendy watches as an excited Samoyed sticks its head out the 
window and ferociously attacks a cup filled with cream, to the de- 
light of the drive-thru employees. “Is that it? Isn’t that like the 
Youtube?” 


Bree shakes her head. “It’s a different vibe,” she says, as though 
that makes any sense. “The videos are super short, like three min- 
utes max. There’s an algorithm that shows you TikToks you might 
like; it’s called your For You page.” She clicks around on the screen 
and Wendy blinks as she sees her own face. 

“You can respond to other people’s TikToks as they play—those are 
called Duets. Or you can show a little bit of the TikTok and then 
post your own on top—that’s a Stitch.” 


Wendy shakes her head, reeling. “That sounds complicated.” 


Bree shrugs. “If Daddy and Papa use Tiktok, I’m sure old people 
can, too. There are a few grandparents on there.” 


“Old?” Wendy squawks. “Now you listen here, missy! I’m not—wait. 
Your parents use this TikTok?” 


“Uh huh.” Bree swipes at her screen. “Hey, Grandma, Daddy said 
he’ll be here in a few minutes to pick me up, okay?” 


“Oh, so soon?” Wendy asks, heart sinking. “You only just got here. 
You’re not staying for dinner?” 


“Well, we are pretty busy,” her granddaughter says matter-of-fact- 
ly in the exact tone Jordan says it. What has he been telling Bree? 


“Sure you are,’ Wendy snaps, crossing her arms. Bree frowns 
again, and Wendy bristles, unable to stop herself. “You just don’t 
have any time for your grandmother, do you? You and your fathers, 
you never visit me! All you young people these days just have no 
respect for elders—” 


“Grandma,” Bree sighs, “have you wondered why Dad never wants 
to see you? | know he’s tried to tell you.” 


Wendy stares at her, aghast. 


Bree looks at her with something close to pity as she stands, and 
Wendy’s cheeks warm. “Whatever. | gotta go now. See you next 
time.” 


Wendy is left alone in ringing silence. A lump wells in her throat. 
She opens her messages to Jordan, intending to text him an angry 
message with all caps and exclamation points. Instead, something 
compels her to stare at the string of messages sent from her end. 
All initiated by her, with only one- or two-word responses from her 
son in return, going back months, if not years. 


Somewhere along the way, she’s lost her son, and it’s affecting her 
relationship with her granddaughter. She has no other family. How 
can she even begin to build a bridge between them? If Dad and 
Papa can use TikTok, I’m sure old people can, too. 


Wendy snaps upright. 


The clock app. If Jordan sees her learning about something he and 
Bree are interested in, maybe he’ll appreciate it enough to talk to 
her! And then he and Brian and Bree will be so impressed and 
touched that they’ll come over all the time, and Wendy won’t be 
left alone in this tiny old apartment, kept company only by the 
ghosts of her deadbeat ex-husband. 


“Wendy Oldbag, you’ve still got it,” she chuckles and sets to work. 


Making the account isn’t too hard; at the very least, Wendy knows 
her way around Google. She follows a few tutorials and an hour 
later, she’s staring at her blank profile. Now she needs to figure out 
what to follow and make videos about. 

That’s not hard, either. 


STEEL SAMURAI, Wendy types. Her eyes widen as she takes in the 
hundreds of videos that show up, many with hundreds of thousands 
of plays. “You’ve been holding out on me, Bree,” she whispers. She 
clicks on the top result. 


A young woman in a topknot and a purple robe of some kind—us- 
ername |iferal_og_pinkprincess—grins into the camera. She looks 
very, very familiar. Has Wendy seen her before? 


“Okay, so,” literal_og_pinkprincess sighs. Wendy watches raptly, 
the vague impression slipping from her mind. “The finale of the 
Pink Princess show was, like, obviously a disaster.” The woman rolls 
her eyes dramatically. “Like, to set up the whole Pink Princess and 
Ebony Empress storyline—which is so gay, come on, everyone 
knows they’re lesbians—and then to swerve to set Ebony Empress 
up with her ex? It’s 2020, y’all. Like, do better.” 


Wendy tilts her head, considering. Well, that is true. As Jordan 
once reminded her, back when they were on speaking terms, she 
has no “gaydar,” but even she had picked up on the tension be- 
tween Pink and Ebony this season. 


“But!” the woman chirps. “We still got a ton of amazing moments. 
And obviously, | turned to all the fix-it fanfics you guys have written 
already—good work, team, you’re killing it.” 


Wendy freezes. “Did she just say...” 


“And like always, here are my recs!” She claps her hands. “Man, 
what did they do in the old days without the internet? Guess you 
just had to live with the shitty endings, amiright? Okay, so let’s 
start with number one.” 


The girl begins to list stories and points to links in the comments. 
Wendy follows the account and bookmarks the Tiktok. She takes a 
deep breath. 


“Fanfiction,” she says, wondering, excitement coursing through her 
like she’s in her twenties again. She clicks the option for the Stitch 
and, with shaky fingers, narrows it to the girl’s question. Then she 
holds the phone up to her face and presses record. 


It takes Wendy six attempts to be able to fit what she wants to say 
within three minutes. When she watches herself back, she can’t 
stop from blushing horribly. Is that really what she sounds like? 
She sounds old and crabby and rambling, just like her mother was. 
It’s unnerving. 


Finally, Wendy gets the perfect recording. 


“| have been around for longer than most of you kids’ parents were 
born,” she proclaims. “Now, let me tell you kids, we didn’t have any 
of the kind of technology you do nowadays. But | can answer this 
young whippersnapper’s question: there was fanfiction back in the 
day, and it wasn’t as hard to get as you might think. Know how | 
know?” She brings the camera closer to her face. “Because | wrote 
it. You’re looking at a bonafide author. Why, | couldn’t print enough 
of the stuff to satisfy all my girlfriends and club members back in 
college. We would have writer’s groups, talk to each other about 
chapters, read each other’s works, even make zines out of ’em.” 
Wendy throws the camera a rakish grin. “And we were no stranger 
to shitty endings, either, kid. We got just as mad about it, and | 
guarantee you, they were plenty times worse than the kinds you 
might see now. You have it easier in a lot of ways; don’t forget.” 


Wendy watches it back once, then nods, satisfied. She posts it, 
then sets her phone down, wandering to the kitchen to warm up 
her leftover casserole and grab a scoop of pistachio ice cream. 


It’s been a long day. She deserves it. 


Wendy jolts awake to her arm burning. 


“Wha?” she groans, reaching down. Her fingers come in contact 
with her phone. She hisses as she touches it; it’s so hot it’s almost 
painful. “What the hell?” 


When she activates the screen, she sees that she’s at 5% charge— 
and her screen is full of notifications. Heart in her mouth, Wendy 
opens Tiktok. Her jaw drops. 


Her video has 60,000 views, 30,000 likes, 327 comments and 
counting. Wendy scans the replies. 


holy shit i want to be like this when i’m older 
this is a REAL fandom elder 


can you tell us more about fandom back then? 
It’s so cool to hear it from someone who lived it!!! 


Wendy’s eyes stick on one particular comment: 
| want this woman to be my grandma omg 


To her surprise, her eyes burn with tears. 
Wendy sniffs and navigates to the unread notification in her inbox. 
It’s the original video creator. 


so this is so wild, but! idk if you remember me, i’m maya, the girl 
with that loser lawyer you keep running into, phoenix wright 


Wendy gasps. “You!” 


..though, to be fair, Maya was significantly less irritating than that 
Porcupine-Head. 


i forgive you for being like the most annoying person i’ve ever 
met—Wendy growls, reconsidering—and i want you to be 
my best friend immediately 


here’s a link to the steel samurai discord server i run 
and here’s a link explaining what discord is and how 
to get it. Imk if you have any questions!! 


“IDK,” Wendy repeats, mystified. “LMK.” She looks up their mean- 

ings and writes them down. If she’s going to be part of this Discord 
and continue to post on Tiktok, she gets the feeling knowing these 
terms will only endear her further to her audience. 


Then, she records another video. 


“| wanted to say, thank you for the response to my last, uh, Tiktok. 
You made a very lonely woman feel better about things.” Wendy 
pauses. “I’m glad many of you were inspired, and | want to say, 
keep loving the things you love no matter how old you get. 
Sometimes, it’s what gets you through life, especially when you 
don’t have family or friends to spend time with you. See you next 
time.” 


Over the next few days, Wendy gets more acquainted with Tiktok, 
and it starts to become almost like a diary. She Stitches and Duets 
multiple videos, to the delight of her audience. It’s also a black hole 
for her attention, and like Bree said, tailored exactly to her tastes. 
She goes down paths of animal videos, joke videos called “skits,” 
and more heartfelt videos of families reuniting and doing nice 


things for each other. On one such Tiktok, Wendy sees another 
term she doesn’t know the meaning of. 


“Gentle parenting,” she echoes, squinting. 
She clicks on the tag, and her world comes undone. 


At first, Wendy doesn’t get it. “Discipline is important,” she mutters 
as she watches. “You can’t raise kids without it.” 


The next video displays “Discipline vs. Punishment” on the screen 
in white text, and Wendy bites her tongue, playing it in silence. 
She watches Tiktok after Tiktok about communication, kindness, 
patience in parenting. No punishment, no yelling, no rebukes. No 
complaining about disrespect, making space for opinions, creating 
a safe place. 


Wendy Oldbag has always thought of herself as a good parent. 
She put Jordan through school by herself when her ex-husband 
left. She was there at every important event. She didn’t flinch 
when Jordan came out to her, just accepted it and moved along. 
She was brusque, and she did complain and yell at him when he 
wasn’t putting in effort, but that was just to motivate him. 

But he started to withdraw, and now he’s almost a stranger. When 
did that happen? 


| know he’s tried to tell you, Bree says in her mind. 
A memory of their last conversation from two years ago surfaces. 


“It’s just so exhausting to be around you,” Jordan had said, weary. 
“It’s always criticisms with you! How | take care of the house, how 
’'m parenting Bree, fucking everything!” 


“Don’t take that tone with me!” Wendy warned. “I just want what’s 
best for you! | was the only one there for you when your father 
left—” 


“Oh, this again!” Jordan shouted, jaw clenching. “Do you even hear 
yourself?” 


Wendy saw red. “You are ungrateful,” she hissed. “I don’t know 
what | did wrong to raise you with this kind of attitude!” 

Jordan had stared at her for a long, aching moment. He shook his 
head. “I’m tired of this,” he said, heavy and final. Wendy’s heart 
dropped to her toes. “I love you, Mom. But | just can’t do this 
anymore.” 


And since then, not a single real conversation. 


Wendy swallows. She turns off her phone, suddenly too sick to 
keep going through Tiktok, but her spiraling thoughts remain. They 
plague her for the rest of the day, and even catching up on this 
week’s episode of the Pink Princess and joining Maya’s strange 
Discord thing isn’t enough to distract her. 


Before bed, she opens the app again and navigates to her last 
bookmarked Tiktok, one about gentle parenting in later life. 
She selects Stitch again and clears her throat. 


“This concept of gentle parenting,” Wendy begins, “was new to 
me. | didn’t understand at first. For some things, | still don’t, and I’m 
learning. But...’ She swallows. “I realized that the reason | don’t 
have my family around is...well, because of me. | raised my son the 


way | was raised, and | hurt him in the process. He tried to tell me, 
and | didn’t listen.” Wendy pauses. “| don’t know if | can fix it, but 
I’m willing to listen now. | just...” She exhales slowly. “I just hope it’s 
not too late.” 


Before she can second-guess herself, Wendy posts the Tiktok, then 
sends it to Jordan. She’s made the first move. Jordan probably 
won’t respond, but that’s alright. If there’s one thing Wendy has, 
it’s time on her hands. And she’s not going to give up. 


=o 
A week later, there’s a knock on her door. 


“Coming!” Wendy calls, grabbing her ray gun. If it’s a door-to-door 
salesman, she’s going to shoot them with it—she’s not willing to be 
murdered by one, like that case Maya had private mes- 
saged—”DM’d”—her about. Or maybe it was someone pretending 
to be one. Doesn’t matter. 


When Wendy opens the door, her son stands before her. 
“Jordan,” Wendy says, astonished. She steps back hurriedly, set- 
ting her ray gun down. 


“Hey, Mom,” he mutters, ducking to avoid the door jamb. 


“Uh,” Wendy says, feeling off-kilter. “I didn’t expect to see you. Do 
you want tea? Coffee?” 


“No,” Jordan says. “Just...” 


Wendy waits, biting her tongue to keep herself from speaking. His 
turn to talk, she reminds herself. 


“God, mom,” Jordan says, and all of a sudden, he’s smiling—tiny, 
tentative, wary, but real. Wendy can’t believe it. “Fanfiction? 
Really?” 


“Your mom has hidden depths,” Wendy croaks, overcome with 
emotion. He raises his eyebrows, amused, and Wendy turns away 
quickly to grab a glass of water from the kitchen, taking the op- 
portunity to blot her eyes with the bottom of her shirt. 


“| saw your Tiktoks,” Jordan says from behind her. “Even before 
you sent that last one to me. Bree found your account on her FYP 
the night you posted your first video and sent it to me. | keep up 
with all of them.” 


“Oh,” Wendy says, touched. “I didn’t know.” She turns around 
again, pressing the glass between her hands. “I meant what | 
said,” she says, steeling her nerve. “l owe you an apology. A...a lot 
of apologies. I’m sorry. I’m ready to listen.” 


Jordan meets her eyes. “It won’t be easy, Mom. You’ve really, really 
messed up.” 


Wendy lets that wash over her, curbing her instinct to bite back. “I 
know,” she murmurs. “But I’ve never been afraid of hard work.” 
Jordan smiles again. “Yeah,” he says. “That | do know.” 


Wendy’s heart lifts, and she just knows: 


No matter how long it takes, things will be okay. 
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Life is 
short. 


And you can 
make others’ 
shorter. 


SHOCK To tue SYSTEM 


BY JUNE (DRAGONAIR) 


Hosonaga’s shoulders ached. Ever since that horrible accident on 
board the S.S. Burya, sleep escaped him. The impact of the stress 
on his body was almost unimaginable—a stiff neck, aching joints, 
and—of course—the worst was the shoulders, which seemed to 
hunch uncontrollably, as if invisible weights attached themselves to 
his body and followed him wherever he went. 


If Mikotoba Yuujin noticed Hosonaga’s pain, he made no indication 
during their meeting. He simply eyed the documents that 
Hosonaga had brought from Jigoku’s office and sighed, mulling 
something over in his head. 


“Things have been bleak around here, since Kazuma’s...” 
Mikotoba’s voice trails off, perhaps in an effort to find the right turn 
of phrase to fit the mood. “Well. Since what happened to Kazuma 
on that ship.” 


Hosonaga hummed. It had been, after all; everyone at the universi- 
ty had high expectations of Asougi Kazuma. And to get the news 
that he’d not only died, but been replaced by Naruhodou in sucha 
short turnaround? That was something of a shock to everyone— 
even to Hosonaga, who’d been there when everything happened. 
The accident was arguably Hosonaga’s own fault, in a way... 


Another jolt of shooting pain struck Hosonaga’s shoulder and shot 
all the way down his spine. Hosonaga attempted to straighten his 
back in a jagged, purposeful movement, but he found himself grip- 
ping the edge of Mikotoba’s desk to prevent himself from toppling 
over. 


It would be alright soon, Hosonaga reasoned to himself. Just take a 
couple breaths in and pretend it never happened. You'll be feeling 
better soon... 


“Satoru...? Mikotoba said after a moment. His voice was gentle but 
serious. “Are you quite alright?” 


A thousand responses flashed through Hosonaga’s mind in that 
second, many of them lies. But how could he say any of those if he 
knew Mikotoba wouldn’t believe him? 


After weighing it over for an impossible moment, Hosonaga sighed. 


“Please help me,” he whispered, clutching at his shoulders. He tried 
to give more of an explanation, to give Mikotoba a clearer picture 
of what might be going on—as a doctor, Mikotoba must be familiar 
with some remedies for shoulder and back pain, surely?—but no 
more words came out. They couldn’t. Between the pain and the 
embarrassment, Hosonaga’s brain was overloaded. 


To Hosonaga’s surprise, however, Mikotoba met his request with an 
unwavering smile. 


“Don’t worry, my friend. | know just the thing.” 


The sun shone down from the highest point in the sky, casting the 
beach in a thick blanket of heat. The air was silent—save for the 
placid waves that splashed against the edge of the sand—and the 
sand itself seemed to stretch for miles and miles. It was the first 
time in a long time that Hosonaga could hear himself think. 


Hosonaga basked in the sunlight. Yesterday, Mikotoba had recom- 
mended he come here on his next day off from work. Though he 
was feeling some pain relief already, Hosonaga wasn’t completely 
convinced that simply sitting on the beach would work. But he rea- 
soned that perhaps some reflection time in complete solitude 
might do him some good. 


Still, it left Hosonaga lots of room to ponder. And he wasn’t sure 
where to begin—there was just so much on his mind at any given 
time...he would need a scroll of parchment spanning the entire 
width of the courtroom to get it all out. (And even that might not 
prove to be enough!) 


Perhaps...his clothing? Well, that was distracting enough. Today, 
Hosonaga wore one of the most revealing articles of clothing he 
owned: a one-piece elastic swimsuit that left hardly anything to 
the imagination. A younger Hosonaga might’ve thought this was 
fashionable at some point in time, but to a thirty-year-old 
Hosonaga..? 


At that moment, Hosonaga felt grateful no one else had accompa- 
nied him to the beach. 


So perhaps that wasn’t the best line of thought, either. Well, he 
supposed he already thought plenty about work, all hours of the 
day. So perhaps...his last conversation with Mikotoba? 


Hosonaga closed his eyes, mentally returning himself to Mikotoba’s 
office. 


“It’s far from a diagnosis,” Mikotoba had explained to him. “But | 
can tell just by looking at you that you’re stressed out of your mind, 
Satoru.” 


That was...likely completely accurate. But Satoru hadn’t known 29 


what to make of it. 


“But |... ’ve been stressed before,” Hosonaga replied. “On missions, 
particularly. I’ve gone undercover in life-or-death situations. I’ve in- 
terrogated killers.” 


Mikotoba nodded once, resolute. “That’s right. And you’re one of 
our best. But...” 


His voice trailed off, a little uncertain. Hosonaga tapped his finger 
impatiently against the desk. 


“But what?” 


“But you’re getting older, Hosonaga. You’re nearing...what, 
thirty-five?” 


“Thirty,” Hosonaga corrected him. 
“And yet you’re already turning gray...’ Mikotoba said absently. 


Hosonaga frowned at that, brushing a few silvery strands of hair 
away from his forehead and out of view. It was the first time some- 
one thought to mention Hosonaga’s hair color to his face, anda 
part of Hosonaga thought no one had noticed. Mikotoba laughed. 


“Physical reactions to stress are more common than you think,” he 
explained. “They can be caused by... Well, any number of external 
factors, really. It’s a topic without a lot of current active research, 

but we’re trying. Age may only be a part of the equation.” 


Hosonaga sighed. He figured the cause may not be determined 
yet, but it still stung. Perhaps he’d have to make a regular visit to 
his doctor after all. “So, this ‘thing’ you mentioned before...” 


Mikotoba’s face brightened. “Ah, that. Well...there’s this spot on the 
beach | used to frequent with a friend of mine in college. It’s far 
enough away from anything around here to keep your mind off of 
things, and you can make a stop at an onsen on the way back. 
Since you’ve been on edge for so long, what you really might need 
is a shock to the system...” 


Hosonaga hummed. That was right, Mikotoba had mentioned the 
onsen. Hosonaga would need to make arrangements to find one on 
the way back. It’d been some time since he’d last visited, but per- 
haps that would help with the pain. It was almost silly that he 
hadn’t thought of that before, but perhaps the stress had impaired 
his judgment... 


“Ahhh!” 


A voice suddenly boomed from beside him, and Hosonaga nearly 
fell out of his chair. 


That voice—it belonged to a person. One that, even without look- 
ing, Hosonaga knew well—bellowed with deep, raucous laughter. 
Hosonaga trailed his eyes up, up, and up, until finally they met with 
the unexpected guest’s face. And looking right back at him was His 
Excellency, clad in even less skin-tight clothing than what 
Hosonaga wore. 


Hosonaga paled. 


“What do you say, Inspector?” His Excellency—no, would he want 


to be called ‘His Excellency’ outside of work? So...Jigoku, then? But 
that felt far too personal. Distantly, Hosonaga felt a migraine com- 
ing on. “That’s a beautiful view, don’t you agree?” 


Too stunned to speak, Hosonaga mumbled some semblance of a 
response. Whatever peace he’d built here had crumbled in an in- 
stant, all at the hands of this behemoth of a man. 


After a moment, His Excellency got settled. He sat directly beside 
Hosonagag, spreading out his long limbs to soak in as much sunlight 
as possible. 


A few minutes passed, and Hosonaga was unable to focus on any- 
thing else. Finally, he gave in. 


“What are you doing here, Your Excellency?” 
His Excellency laughed again, hearty and full. 


“I thought that should be obvious! Mikotoba and | visited this spot 
all the time when we were in college.” His Excellency smirked. 
“What, are you surprised? He and | go way back, after all. Wasn’t 
he the one who told you about this place?” 


Somewhere in Hosonaga’s jumbled mind, he could confirm that 
what His Excellency was saying could have plausibly been cor- 
rect—Mikotoba once mentioned that he and His Excellency had 
gone to college together, a long time ago. But still, the chances of 
the college friend that Mikotoba visited this place with being 
Jigoku Seishiro were pretty much next to none. And for him to visit 
today, of all days? 


Well, Hosonaga reasoned that this whole predicament might be 
salvageable if he played his cards right. If he could just leave 
quickly and smoothly, and get to the onsen afterwards... 


“By the way, Inspector,” His Excellency continued. “I insist you ac- 
company me to the onsen. | know just the place to let off some 
steam.” He bellowed with laughter yet again, and Hosonaga felt 
everything around him turn to dust. 


Perhaps, Hosonaga thought, swearing up and down he could feel 
his blood pressure rising beneath his fingertips, His Excellency and 
Mikotoba meant to kill him. 


“So?” Mikotoba asked, the next time Hosonaga arrived at 
Mikotoba’s office for their usual meeting the next day. Mikotoba’s 
smile was small but expectant, eyes sparkling with anticipation. 
“How was the beach, Satoru?” 


Horrendous, Hosonaga wished he could say. Completely terrible. 


But somehow, inexplicably—Hosonaga’s shoulder pain was com- 
pletely gone. 


“Il haven’t the faintest idea how that worked,” Hosonaga said, “I 
was still stressed the entire day. But somehow, when | woke up this 
morning...” 


Mikotoba practically glowed. “As | mentioned to you, a shock to 


your system might help alleviate some of the symptoms.” 


It was only then that the truth began to dawn on Hosonaga—it 
wasn’t a mere coincidence that His Excellency had been there. 
Someone must have told him. 


“You mean to say?” 


Mikotoba had the grace to look a bit sheepish. “I’m sorry to admit 
to tricking you, but yes... sent Jigoku over to accompany you at 
the beach.” 


For a moment, something unsavory welled up in Hosonaga. He 
thought to put it to words, but when he stretched his arms and felt 
no pain, those surfacing feelings subsided. All that was left was 
cool, sweet relief. 


“Well then, sir. Color me impressed,” Hosonaga said, smiling ab- 
sently, “Il wasn’t expecting that you might cure me in such a bi- 
zarre way, if I’m honest. But somehow, I’m good as new.” 


Mikotoba smiled back at him, soft and relieved. 


“Glad to have you back, Satoru.” 
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DOING 
IMe 


BY KATSUMERAGI 


It felt so strange, to Courtney Sithe, to be on the other side of the 
bars at Scotland Yard for what would be the first, last, and only 
time. 


She wasn’t sure if she’d be making the dreary basement prison her 
own, if she’d be transferred to HMP Holloway in a matter of a week, 
or if she’d have a noose fitting in a week or so, but for now had the 
freezing, barren cell. They let her sit in the dimly-lit space in her 
plain clothes and lab coat after thoroughly searching her pockets 
and removing her more...prickly accessories, like the gold tips that 
adorned the ends of her braids, and the brooch of the Staff of 
Caduceus that held her tie in place. She was brilliant, but they 
were putting a lot of stock in her to assume she could lockpick her 
way out of the cellar, or stab a guard. Well, she did killa man. 
Maybe she was selling her capabilities short. 


Courtney also assumed she’d be getting a lot of peace and quiet 
time for some contemplation, so she thought as she sat cross-leg- 
ged on her barebones cot, but the industrial revolution made 
London a growing city and short on room. The stone halls were 
filled with wailing and pleas from other criminals, and incoherent 
nonsense from the drunk tank close to the exit. There was also a 
ticking noise, like someone had lodged an alarm clock between the 
thick cobblestone when laying the precinct’s foundation. She had 
barely been uncuffed and photographed for records for half an 
hour and the repetitive sound was driving her mad. It wasn’t just 
the sound itself, but the fact it was stomach-flippingly familiar. 


Courtney stood from her bed with the thin and jaundiced sheets to 
poke her head as far as she could from her cell, which was about 
up to her cheekbones. Of course she couldn’t see who was in the 
cell next to hers, but she did hear light scuffing back by her bed. 
Sitting close to the center of her cot was one of the rounded stones 
that was laid into the wall, but had been poked out by whoever her 
neighbor was. She walked back and crouched to peer in the hole 
that was about the side of her fist, only to see one of the last peo- 
ple she wanted to rekindle a working relationship with in the cell 
next door. 


“Not you,” she said with a groan and picked up the pushed-out 
stone to block the hole again. 


“Why Courtney, you look as white as a sheet!” Drebber said with 


faux astonishment, putting his left hand to his mouth. His golden 
claw was noticeably absent, but if they wouldn’t let her have some 
hair trinkets, the police were definitely taking that away too. 
Surprisingly the guards let him keep some dignity with the black 
void that covered one eye socket. “Wait, | think you always look 
like that.” 


“The morgue didn’t have windows,” she said as stiffly as the ca- 
davers that crowded her old workspace. 


“What, were you and your darling porcelain doll replica of yourself 
been stuck in that morgue for the past thirty odd years?” 


Not even five minutes locked away, and yet this was the cruel and 
unusual punishment she was given? Being locked up next to her 
old unwilling accomplice? They had nothing in common, she insist- 
ed to herself, despite a shared devotion to their professions and 
penchant for a well-tailored pantsuit. “How haven’t you been trans- 
ferred to prison yet?” 


In his own special Drebber way, he cracked his head to the side 
and let his arms hang like a resting marionette. “Maybe I’ve just 
been...rendered obsolete.” 


She narrowed her eyes as they cased the hole in the wall in its cir- 
cumference. “Did you pull this rock out?” 


“Pm an inventor,” Drebber said matter-of-factly. “I invented it.” 
Unlikely. But when didn’t Drebber try to swindle others into think- 
ing better ideas were his own. With just as quick of a mind as he 
had, she decided to reverse engineer his method of communica- 
tion by picking up the stone and cramming it back into its perfect- 
ly-sized cavity. “Cheer up, Miss Stev...Sithe, think of all the time 
we'll have to catch up!” Drebber shouted, his words easily reaching 
her by reverberating down the halls and through the iron bars of 
their cells. “We’ve got all the time in the world, after all!” 


She missed the plethora of books that lined the shelves in the 
morgue. She missed the taxidermied animals, her custom scalpels 
and forceps with ornate designs on their grips, the smell of formal- 
dehyde that seeped into her lab coat and rag. She missed getting 
her hands dirty. She missed Maria. 


Courtney wasn’t going to let the absence of corpses be an obsta- 
cle in keeping herself sharp. Only on day three of her confinement, 
She would let her eyes unfocus and drift to a past autopsy where 
she could slice and crack one open to get at the sweet, puzzling in- 
sides. Livers with black spots, hearts with deep valleys caused by 
daggers thrust into them, intestines that wound up and down the 
body serenely like a drive on a long country road. 


Those drives would crash and burn every time she could hear 
Drebber’s ticking noises from the cell next door. It could be at any 
time, any day, and even without his gadgets or prosthetics, he’d 
find a way to sound more machine than man. 


“Why do you keep doing that?” she shouted at him, since no one 
else was in the jail at that time except for one lump snoozing in the 
drunk tank. 
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“Mm?” he answered. 
“That ticking noise.” 


“Who says it’s voluntary? Perhaps I’m just calibrating myself.” He 
moved closer to the hole in the wall and began making the sound 
again, done by flicking his tongue in sharp hisses with clenched 
teeth. Courtney couldn’t help but flashback to when Maria was 
younger and hadn’t grown into the Stevens Family Stoicism, and 
banged her childrens’ dissection tools on the radiator pipes in her 
bedroom. “What can | say, | miss my more metal attachments.” 


“Can’t you calibrate yourself quieter?” she asked. 


“Il suppose you have a point. Like a sewing machine.” Drebber 
backed off, muting himself, clicking his tongue at the volume ofa 
whisper. It let Courtney settle back into her imaginary rhythm of 
pushing through layers of dermis and fat for a better view like 
parsing through tallgrass. 


“But you know what happens to a sewing machine eventually, 
right?” Drebber asked, once again sticking his face into the hole 
with a grin she could only describe as one that ate manure, before 
replicating the raring sound that deafened every block in the gar- 
ment district, in one long, uninterrupted note. 


Courtney screamed loudly enough that the jail guards rushed 
downstairs to intervene. 


“So who’s Mister Sithe?” 


This was the opening line to Drebber’s new icebreaker, and 
Courtney simply rolled her eyes and kept filing her nails against 
the coarse fabric of her riding pants. This wasn’t a subject she was 
too keen on indulging him on, especially with a larger audience 
than usual. The Great Exhibition, now back on schedule once the 
murder was resolved, must have had a rowdy afterparty with how 
full the drunk tank was. The two of them tended to ignore any bel- 
ligerent riff-raff that joined their hall, both with the same character 
fault of knowing they were the two smartest people in the jail. 


“Don’t tell me that you’ve run out of engine noises to make so now 
you’re settling for asking about my husband.” 


“Come on, we’re stuck here for a few more days, weeks, decades 
maybe!” Drebber egged on, using his one good eye to peek 
through to her cell. The stone had been pushed out of the wall 
again, and she hadn’t bothered to plug it shut. Jail time made peo- 
ple do crazier things, she supposed. “Is it that prosecutor?” 


“Van Zieks? Why in heavens do you think he’s my husband? He’s 
quite young.” 


“Every good Reaper needs a,” Drebber started, rolling his wrist in 
the same mechanical way he always had, though it lost some of its 
bite without his taloned glove, “Sithe, wouldn’t you agree?” 


Courtney was going to choose to ignore the pun, but someone 
from the opposing cell shouted “Your jokes shite, Drebber!” ina 
slurred voice that hadn’t sobered yet. 


“| can smell the gin on his breath from here, but the man is right,” 
Courtney agreed. “I hope they put you in solitary.” 


“My jokes seem to have lost their edge, much like my left hand.” 


“He’s dead,” she plainly answered. There was more to Brand Sithe 
than she wanted to divulge. He was a chemist that worked with 
embalming fluids, so he shared the same morose interests that 
Courtney did. They bought a mansion near Kensal Green. He was 
the one who proposed giving Maria a different surname because 
of how troublesome her delivery was, needing a c-section. He used 
to run his fingers over Courtney’s scar, saying it was the most 
beautiful stitching he’d ever seen. And then, like a lot of good men 
in those days, consumption caught up with him. “He was a fine 
husband. Maria and | did the autopsy together as per his final 
wishes.” 


Courtney watched the remaining color drain from his face and his 
dehydrated lips mouth something close to “what in all hell.” “You 
and your daughter...cut him up afterwards?” 


“Is that strange?” 


“It’s certainly dedication to the craft.” Drebber nodded his head 
side to side, deep in contemplation. 


“You could’ve had that dedication instead of trying to swindle 
every investor in London,” Courtney huffed, now whittling down 
her ring fingernail like one of her surgical blades to a whetstone. 
“A damned shame, considering you had the knowledge to do more, 
so I’ve heard.” 


“Ah, but one of the benefits of dropping out was that | realized sci- 
ence alone didn’t pay the bills.” That gave Courtney pause, as she 
remembered why she had run into him in the graveyard in the first 
place “But thank you for the vote of confidence, Mother.” 


“l’m only four years older than you.” 


“And yet there’s that sliver into your personality, where maybe if | 
had a push, | could’ve tried a little more. | bet your daughter is go- 
ing to be a helluva mortician, if she isn’t already.” Courtney kept 
silent at that. She had tried. She wanted Maria to be even better at 
uncovering the truth in every corpse than her, but knew after the 
last time she’d seen her, Maria probably never wanted to see her 
mother in herself again. She tried to be encouraging, even if it 
couldn’t be seen past her cold exterior. And more than anything, 
she was surprised Drebber could find the insight into it. 


There was shuffling on the other side of the wall, as Drebber made 
himself more comfortable on his own cot, and sighed. “You know, 
Miss Sithe, let it be known that | hated you the least.” 


She couldn’t say the same in return, but, like the thoughts of her 


late husband, went back to the cadavers she kept dear in her 
head. 


And then, one day, the conversation stopped. 


It was either the sixth day or the seventh, but Courtney woke from 
her uncomfortable slumber on her thin cot, got her meager and 
unseasoned porridge breakfast, and wasn’t pestered the rest of 
the day. She’d never admit that she was worried, but aside from 
the shape and smell of the jail, nothing had been a constant in her 
stay other than Enoch Drebber. She’d never been the one to push 
the loose stone in the wall between them out, and told herself she 
was only doing it this time out of curiosity. Never concern. Nothing 
more. 


The rock hit the hard ground with the crack of stone on stone, then 
rolled to an unknown corner of his cell. She held her eye up to the 
hole and looked as far as she could, but he wasn’t anywhere in 
sight. There was a good chance he was taken and transferred in 
the middle of the night without a word, and not even a sign ofa 
goodbye. But that was how these things went. Like death, it was 
sudden, without warning, and inevitable. Unlike death, Courtney 
couldn’t tear it apart and find her own answers, or see the beauty 
in the situation. 


“Oy, mum!” 


Courtney was deep in thought with her eyes boring holes into the 
cobbled wall, keeping busy dissecting faceless bodies in her mind. 
Today was traveling down the ulnar veins, traversing down some 
poor soul’s forearm as familiarly as strolling next to the Thames. 
That’s how it had been for about a week, as no new prisoners had 
been thrown into the cell next to hers. She snapped to the rusting 
barred door to see that new, young inspector that was as woven 
into the past few cases as she had been. Courtney could recognize 
her from the first, rowdy note of her voice that left her mouth. 


“That’s such an odd way to address a prisoner,” she said, cocking 
a brow at the young woman with her arms folded across her chest. 
“You’re Miss Lestrade, right?” 


“That’s Inspector Lestrade to you!” Gina said, unfolding herself to 
point indignantly, her index finger passing the barrier of safety 
through the iron bars and into her cell. Had that much of 
Courtney’s threatening aura been whittled down with her time in 
jail? She hadn’t seen how she looked lately, but knew that she 
couldn’t hide how exhausted and mind-numbingly bored she had 
become. “You ’eard the case ‘as been cleared?” 


“You know as wellas | do that news from the Old Bailey doesn’t 
reach me down here.” 


Gina scrunched her nose, and put both hands at the side of her 
hips to stand triumphantly. “Well that’s why I’m ’ere to tell you 
some good news. You can ave visitors startin’ soon!” 


“Visitors? I’m not sure who would ever want to visit me.” 


“M...said...wanted ta,” Gina muttered, swiveling her head to the 
side and refusing to make eye contact. 


“Pardon?” 


“Maria said she wanted ta!” 


That wasn’t a name she expected to leave the junior inspector’s 
mouth. “Are you a friend of my daughter?” 


“Sorta. We started talkin’ after she...did the autopsy on ’im.” She 
shifted nervously in her oversized olive overcoat, and pursed her 
lips like revealing the body’s identity would finally make it real. 
“Im bein’ Inspector Gregson.” 


“Gregson is dead?” Courtney asked in surprise, but the real shock- 
er was hearing her daughter kept to the family business. “Maria 
was the coroner for Tobias Gregson?” 


““Course she did. She’s ’ead coroner now, after all.” 


She was proud, yet she was stunned. It would be decades before 
she could see her daughter deftly slice into a body at the morgue, 
or the day would never come. Maybe she’d be looking upwards at 
Brand’s side watching her do great work. She thought about their 
last words, as Maria stormed from the courthouse because of her 
lies. She thought about Odie Asman. She thought about Drebber. 


“And she actually wants to visit?” Courtney asked again. 


“She wanted ta see ’ow you'd react, ’onestly,” said Gina while 
brushing stray dog hairs from her person. “Was worried you were 
on bad terms after ’Oddo’s case.” 


“Vd love a visit.” Absent-mindedly, without a soul to speak to in 
days, her eyes drifted to the hole in her cell wall. “I’ve got all the 
time in the world, after all.” 
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